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Glenn Beck claims science czar John Holdren proposed forced 
abortions and putting sterilants in the drinking water to control 
population politifact.com 


As evidence that the country is closer to socialist than capitalist these days, radio and talk show host Glenn 
Beck recently made this claim about John Holdren, director of the White House Office of Science and 
Technology Policy: 

"I mean, we've got czars now," Beck said during his July 22, 2009, program. "Czars like John Holdren, who 
has proposed forcing abortions and putting sterilants in the drinking water to control population." 

Political figures like Holdren, who are little-known by most Americans, make easy targets. And Beck's 
biting quick hit on Holdren provides a healthy enough dose of outrage on which to hang his argument. 

But is it true? 

Beck's allegation has its roots in a book Holdren co-authored with Paul and Annie Ehrlich more than three 
decades ago called Ecoscience: Population, Resources, Environment. 

Conservative bloggers have quoted the book extensively, and often out of context, to make the point that 
Holdren has advocated positions such as the ones Beck stated. 

We obtained the book to see exactly what Holdren, then a young man, wrote (or co-wrote). The book is just 
over 1 ,000 pages, and it clearly makes that case that an explosion in population presented a grave crisis. 
Although it is a textbook, the authors don't shy away from presenting a point of view. As the preface states, 
"We have tried throughout the book to state clearly where we stand on various matters of controversy." 

In a section on "Involuntary Fertility Control," Holdren and the other authors discuss various "coercive" 
means of population control — including putting sterilants in the drinking water. But they stop well short of 
advocating such measures. 

Here's a few excerpts: 

"The third approach to population limitation is that of involuntary fertility control. Several coercive proposals 
deserve discussion, mainly because some countries may ultimately have to resort to them unless current 
trends in birth rates are rapidly reversed by other means. ... 

"Adding a sterilant to drinking water or staple foods is a suggestion that seems to horrify people more than 
most proposals for involuntary fertility control. Indeed, this would pose some very difficult political, legal, 
and social questions, to say nothing of the technical problems. No such sterilant exists today, nor does one 
appear to be under development. To be acceptable, such a substance would have to meet some rather 
stiff requirements: it must be uniformly effective, despite widely varying doses received by individuals, and 
despite varying degrees of fertility and sensitivity among individuals; it must be free of dangerous or 
unpleasant side effects; and it must have no effect on members of the opposite sex, children, old people, 
pets, or livestock. ... 

"Again, there is no sign of such an agent on the horizon. And the risk of serious, unforeseen side effects 
would, in our opinion, militate against the use of any such agent, even though this plan has the advantage 
of avoiding the need for socioeconomic pressures that might tend to discriminate against particular groups 
or penalize children." 
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Later, the authors conclude, "Most of the population control measures beyond family planning discussed 
above have never been tried. Some are as yet technically impossible and others are and probably will 
remain unacceptable to most societies (although, of course, the potential effectiveness of those least 
acceptable measures may be great). 

"Compulsory control of family size is an unpalatable idea, but the alternatives may be much more horrifying. 
As those alternatives become clearer to an increasing number of people in the 1 980s, they may begin 
demanding such control. A far better choice, in our view, is to expand the use of milder methods of 
influencing family size preferences, while redoubling efforts to ensure that the means of birth control, 
including abortion and sterilization, are accessible to every human being on Earth within the shortest 
possible time. If effective action is taken promptly against population growth, perhaps the need for the 
more extreme involuntary or repressive measures can be averted in most countries." 

And here's the part that some have interpreted as Holdren advocating for forced abortions. 

"To date, there has been no serious attempt in Western countries to use laws to control excessive 
population growth, although there exists ample authority under which population growth could be 
regulated. For example, under the United States Constitution, effective population-control programs could 
be enacted under the clauses that empower Congress to appropriate funds to provide for the general 
welfare and to regulate commerce, or under the equal-protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. 
Such laws constitutionally could be very broad. Indeed, it has been concluded that compulsory 
population-control laws, even including laws requiring compulsory abortion, could be sustained under the 
existing Constitution if the population crisis became sufficiently severe to endanger the society. Few today 
consider the situation in the United States serious enough to justify compulsion, however." 

This comes in a section discussing population law. The authors argue that compulsory abortions could 
potentially be allowed under U.S. law "if the population crisis became sufficiently severe to endanger the 
society." Again, that's a far cry from advocating or proposing such a position. 

In the book, the authors certainly advocate making abortions readily accessible for women who want to get 
them. But they never advocate forced abortions. Big difference. 

In response to the comments from Beck and others, Holdren's office issued this statement: "The quotations 
used to suggest that Dr. Floldren supports coercive approaches to limiting population growth were taken 
from a 1 977 college textbook on environmental science and policy, of which he was the third author. The 
quoted material was from a section of the book that described different possible approaches to limiting 
population growth and then concluded that the authors’ own preference was to employ the noncoercive 
approaches before the environmental and social impacts of overpopulation led desperate societies to 
employ coercive ones. Dr. Floldren has never been an advocate of compulsory abortions or other 
repressive means of population limitation." 

Floldren's office also provided a statement from Annie and Paul Ehrlich, the co-authors: "We have been 
shocked at the serious mischaracterization of our views and those of John Floldren in blog posts based on 
misreadings of our jointly-authored 1 000-page 1 977 textbook, ECOSCIENCE. We were not then, never 
have been, and are not now 'advocates' of the Draconian measures for population limitation described — 
but not recommended — in the book's 60-plus small-type pages cataloging the full spectrum of population 
policies that, at the time, had either been tried in some country or analyzed by some commentator. 

Under questioning by Sen. David Vitter, R-La., during his Senate confirmation hearing, Floldren said he "no 
longer thinks it's productive to focus on optimum population for the United States. ... I think the key thing 
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today is that we need to work to improve the conditions that all of our citizens face economically, 
environmentally, and in other respects. And we need to aim for something that I have for years been calling 
'sustainable prosperity.'" 

Vitter continued with his line of question, asking directly, "Do you think determining optimal population is a 
proper role of government?" 

Said Holdren: "No, senator, I do not. ... I think the proper role of government is to develop and deploy the 
policies with respect to economy, environment, security, that will ensure the well-being of the citizens we 
have." 

But with regard to Beck's claim that Holdren "has proposed forcing abortions and putting sterilants in the 
drinking water to control population," the text of the book clearly does not support that. We think a thorough 
reading shows that these were ideas presented as approaches that had been discussed. They were not 
posed as suggestions or proposals. In fact, the authors make clear that they did not support coercive 
means of population control. Certainly, nowhere in the book do the authors advocate for forced abortions. 

Some have argued that Holdren's view of the imminent and grave global dangers posed by overpopulation 
should provide pause, given Holdren's current view that global warming now presents imminent and grave 
global dangers. That's a matter for reasoned debate. 

But in seeking to score points for a political argument, Beck seriously mischaracterizes Holdren's positions. 
Holdren didn't advocate those ideas then. And, when asked at a Senate confirmation hearing, Holdren said 
he did not support them now. We think it's irresponsible to pluck a few lines from a 1 ,000-page, 30-year-old 
textbook, and then present them out of context to dismiss Holdren's long and distinguished career. And we 
rate Beck's claim Pants on Fire! 

Published: Wednesday, July 29th, 2009 at 3:54 p.m. 
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